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What is effective research leadership? 
A research-informed perspective 
 
Linda Evans,  
University of Leeds, UK 
 
Drawing upon findings from a UK-based funded study of academic leadership 
provided by (full) professors, this article focuses on research leadership as perceived 
by those on the receiving end of it. Research leadership is defined as the influence of 
one or more people on the research-related behaviour, attitudes or intellectual capacity 
of others. Three specific features of professorial research leadership are identified and 
H[DPLQHGLQIOXHQFHWKDWHQKDQFHVSHRSOH¶VFDSDFLW\WRPDNHDSSURSULDWHFKRLFHVWo 
achieve requisite standards, and to effect processes within research activity. The 
DXWKRU¶VFRQFHSWXDOPRGHORIUHVHDUFKHUGHYHORSPHQWLVpresented as an indicator of 
research leadership and its multidimensionality. 
 
Keywords: researcher development, mentoring, researchers, academic leadership 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Within the neo-liberalist cultures that define the 21st century academy in the developed world, 
research performance is a dominant preoccupation for research-intensive universities and 
those with research-focused aspirations. Performativity measures such as Australia¶V
Excellence in Research for Australia, New Zealand¶V Performance Based Research Funding 
exerciseDQGWKH8.¶VResearch Excellence Framework (REF) have placed research quality 
and productivity at the top of institutional development agendas, prioritising research as a 
valued, pre-eminent activity to which personnel must be committed and which drives 
institutional goals and missions that are squarely focused on building research capacity and 
developing researchers. 
Research leadership, then, would appear to be a legitimate ± if not an essential ± 
specialised form of higher education leadership. Recognition of its value is implicit in 
XQLYHUVLWLHV¶IRUPDOOHDGHUVKLSDQGPDQagement structures, with prominent designated 
research leadership roles evident at all levels of the institutional hierarchy, filtering down 
from senior management to faculty and departmental levels. Yet in one sense such leaders are 
inadequately equipped, for the knowledge base available to them is extremely limited. As 
2 
 
Edgar and Geare (2011, p. 2) observe, µour understanding of research and research 
performance remains largely uncharted territory, despite its importance in institutional 
funding allocations¶ ± a lacuna that I have identified as an under-developed scholarship of 
researcher development (Evans, 2011a, 2012). This lacuna is corroborated by Lumby (2012, 
p. 10): µ>H@vidence of the impact of leadership and different forms of leadership on the extent 
and quality of research «LV slim¶, and by Åkerlind¶V (2008, p. 17) observation: µthere is 
relatively little « OLWHUDWXUHDGGUHVVLQJDFDGHPLFV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIresearch and being a 
researcher¶.  Åkerlind ZDVDEOHWRILQGRQO\WHQµNH\VWXGLHV¶UHODWLQJWRDFDGHPLFV¶
understanding of research, and whilst the literature base may have been augmented since she 
published her review, there remain significant gaps in our understanding of research as an 
activity and of research leadership and its role - particularly leadership of academics as 
researchers.  
This paper represents a small contribution towards filling this gap. Based upon the 
premise that effective leadership is dependent upon knowing how research is perceived and 
effected, and, by extension, how people develop as or into researchers, it draws upon research 
findings in order to examine the perspectives of those with first-hand experience ± as its 
recipients - RIUHVHDUFKOHDGHUVKLSLQWKH8.¶VKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQVHFWRU The discussion below 
incorporates consideration of my conceptualisation of researcher development and its 
componential structure in order to identify key features of effective research leadership. I 
begin with an outline conceptual analysis of research leadership. 
 
THE SUBSTANCE OF RESEARCH LEADERSHIP 
To research-intensive universities, effective research leadership is likely to be that which 
yields the optimum results, as measured by research funding capture and academic outputs 
that promise increased income and advantageous ranking within whichever research 
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performance or accountability measures are at play (Edgar & Geare, 2011; Wilson & 
Holligan, 2013). At the academic level, however, the question of what is effective research 
leadership has received scant attention; as I imply above, as a field of study, research 
leadership suffers from an acuWHµDWWHQWLRQGHILFLW¶OHDYLQJLWVVFKRODUVKLSXQGHUGHYHORSHG
DQGLWVNQRZOHGJHEDVHµUHODWLYHO\HPDFLDWHG¶(YDQVS6RPHZKDWLURQLFDOO\
then, those charged with promoting and developing research must manage without its 
findings in planning and effecting their leadership policies and practice, relying instead on 
common-sense and experientially-based reasoning and intuition. Considered alongside the 
expansive knowledge base that has accumulated in the broader umbrella field of educational 
leadership and management in the last four decades, and which has contributed much to 
SROLF\DQGSUDFWLFHWKLVVHHPVVRPHWKLQJRIDµKLW-and-PLVV¶DSSURDFKWKDWOHDYHVPXFKWR
chance.  
In defining the future of leadership in HE we must ensure that those forms of 
leadership that are afforded much prominence ± both in the practical-focused discourse of the 
academy and within the policy agendas of institutions and the wider academic community ± 
are identified as valid foci of research-based examination and, by extension, as (sub-)fields of 
study in their own right. Academic leadership is one such example. The American ± and, in 
some cases, Australasian ± literature has for the most part tended to interpret academic 
leadership as denoting designated µIRUPDO¶leadership and management roles within higher 
education (e.g. Birnbaum, 1992; Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Debowski & Blake, 2004; Gallos, 
2002; Hecht et al., 1999; Ramsden, 1998; Spiller, 2010), but the term has been interpreted 
considerably more widely in the UK. Implicit in its being consistently referred to across the 
8.¶V+(VHFWRULQMREVSHFLILFDWLRQVDQGSURPRWLRQFULWHULDUHODWLQJWRDOOH[FHSWHDUO\FDUHHU
academic or research posts, is recognition that providing academic leadership should be an 
aspiration of almost any academic or academic-related employee, irrespective of whether s/he 
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holds a designated leadership and management role. So interpreted, it has only recently begun 
to attract scholarly attention from what, as yet, remains a very small group of researchers 
(e.g. Bolden et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2013; Juntrasook et al., 2013; Macfarlane, 2011, 2012).  
Research leadership - which I consider an element of academic leadership - is even more 
neglected: an unanalysed concept; an unexplored domain that lies unnoticed below the radar 
of scholarly consideration.  I therefore set the ball rolling with my own interpretation and 
definition of it. 
 
Research leadership: examining the concept 
I currently define research leadership as the influence of one or more persons on the 
research-related behaviour, attitudes or intellectuality of another/ others. There are 
important implications of this definition which may be at odds with everyday, functional 
interpretations of, and connotations conveyed by, the term, for it is generally perceived to be 
a positive, beneficial form of agency, practised consciously and deliberately. My definition 
denotes a wider conceptualisation. It incorporates recognition that the influence on others that 
constitutes research leadership may occur accidentally or deliberately and may be provided 
unconsciously or consciously, with what may be considered beneficial or unbeneficial 
outcomes. Correlating with the notion of distributed leadership (Gosling, Bolden & Petrov, 
2009; Gronn, 2008), research leadership so-defined may potentially be provided by anyone, 
of any status. Another implication of my definition is that incumbents of formal, designated 
research leader roles may not necessarily exert the influence on others that equates to their 
enactment of research leadership, making them research leaders in name only; as Ball (2007, 
p. 474) concludes: µthe presence of formal research leaders in universities does not 
necessarily mean that the leadership of academics in research will occur. Furthermore « the 
actual leadership of university academics in research is often accidental¶. 
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Research leadership as I interpret it is in many respects indistinguishable from 
researcher development ± which I consider an element of professional development, or, more 
specifically, of academic development. Within a full conceptual analysis of researcher 
development presented elsewhere, I define it DVµWKHSURFHVVZKHUHE\SHRSOH¶VFDSDFLW\DQG
willingness to carry out the research components of their work or studies may be considered 
WREHHQKDQFHGZLWKDGHJUHHRISHUPDQHQFHWKDWH[FHHGVWUDQVLWRULQHVV¶(YDQVS
7KHZRUGVµPD\EHFRQVLGHUHGWREH¶DUHLQWHQGHGWRFRQYH\P\LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIDQ\
form of development as subjectively determined, in accordance with different needs, interests 
DQGDJHQGDVZKDWDXQLYHUVLW\¶VVWUDWHJLFPDQDJHPHQWWHDPPD\FRQVLGHUWREHUHVHDUFKHU
development may be quite different from interpretations of it held by individual academics, 
or academic development professionals ± yet, objectively, each is surely equally valid.  
Research leadership, then, may incorporate the capacity to effect researcher 
development. Under such circumstances it involves a (consciously or unconsciously effected) 
developmental role or activity. Yet it may also be divorced from researcher development 
because ± like any form of leadership ± LWPD\LQIOXHQFHSHRSOH¶VEHKDYLRXUDWWLWXGHVRU
intellectuality with results that may not be considered beneficial or capacity-enhancing (one 
need only consider the nature of leadership practised in Nazi Germany to recognise the 
feasibility of such a scenario; moreover, the scholarship of leadership incorporates a 
substantial discourse on negatively-evaluated - including toxic and narcissistic - leadership 
[e.g. Bedein, 2002; Bolden, 2007; Kellerman, 2004; Pelletier, 2010; Pullen & Rhodes, 
2008]). Such demeritorious or even malignant effects of the influence of one or more persons 
on another conflict with my definition of development, with its focus on capacity-
enhancement. On the other hand, since within my definition what constitutes capacity-
enhancePHQWLVVXEMHFWLYHO\GHWHUPLQHGLWUHTXLUHVRQO\RQHSHUVRQ¶VUHFRJQLWLRQRILW
affording enhancement more chance of being identified than if consensus were required.  
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If, then, research leadership can be located at any point on the effective-ineffective 
continuum, what does it look like in its most effective form? I devote the bulk of this article 
to addressing this question. To advance the development of interest in researcher 
development and research leadership from a practical to an academic level, by promoting 
their scholarship (albeit with the ultimate aim of informing practice and policy), I build my 
discussion and analysis around relevant research findings, focusing particularly on one of my 
own research projects. I present details of this research in the next section, before then 
applying its findings to addressing the question. 
 
THE RESEARCH*,9,1*$92,&(72µ7+(/('¶ 
Effective research leadership, I argue, is subjectively determined. But there is one 
constituency whose subjective views deserve to be heard, yet whose voice has been 
consistently under-represented within the study and scholarship of educational leadership and 
management: WKHµOHG¶ (Evans 2011b),QWKHFRQWH[WRIUHVHDUFKOHDGHUVKLSµWKHOHG¶DUH
those on the receiving end of it: those whose research-related behaviour, attitudes or 
intellectuality have been influenced. It is their perspective that was sought in Leading 
SURIHVVRUV"3URIHVVRULDODFDGHPLFOHDGHUVKLSDVLWLVSHUFHLYHGE\µWKHOHG¶ - the study whose 
findings I draw upon. 
 
/HDGLQJSURIHVVRUV"3URIHVVRULDODFDGHPLFOHDGHUVKLSDVLWLVSHUFHLYHGE\µWKHOHG¶ 
The Leading professors study ± as it is hereafter called ± was a one-year-long project directed 
at examining the nature and quality of academic leadership provided by university professors, 
as perceived by non-professorial academics, researchers and university teachers. It is 
iPSRUWDQWWRHPSKDVLVHWKDWP\XVHRIWKHWHUPµSURIHVVRU¶DQGLWVHW\PRORJLFDOGHULYDWLYHV
VXFKDVµSURIHVVRULDWH¶DQGµSURIHVVRULDO¶DUHFRQVLVWHQWZLWKXVDJHLQWKH8.(and, less 
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consistently, Australasia), denoting a minority group representing the HE VHFWRU¶VPRVWVHQLRU
academics who, in most cases, have been promoted to professorships on the basis of distinct 
achievement in research and scholarship. This differs from the North American convention of 
referring to all academic staff as professors.  
The Leading professors SURMHFWZDVIXQGHGE\WKH8.¶V/HDGHUVKLS)RXQGDWLRQIRU
Higher Education (LFHE) and was carried out by a research team of three (two qualitative 
researchers and a statistician), led by me. Data were gathered using an online questionnaire 
and follow-up semi-structured interviews, with the purpose of delineating the perceived 
nature and quality of academic leadership demonstrated by professors. (Full details of the 
research design and method, including a list of the research questions addressed by the study, 
may be found in Evans et al., 2013.) 
Designed to be completed in less than 10 minutes, the questionnaire incorporated 40 
items, most of which required respondents to select from a set of four- or five-point Likert-
scale options (e.g. UDQJLQJIURPµRIWHQ¶WRµQHYHU¶RUIURPµGHILQLWHO\DJUHH¶WRµGHILQLWHO\
GLVDJUHH¶7KHUHZHUHDOVRseveral open-ended items, allowing respondents to add comments 
on their perceptions of the professorial role and their experiences of professors and 
professorial academic leadership. The questionnaire sample was selected by university 
website searches, with the aim of requesting the participation of as many respondents as it 
was possible and manageable to contact during the life of the project. 1,223 largely complete 
responses were obtained, amongst which was a small proportion (<1%) of missing responses 
to some items.  
From responses to an optional questionnaire item requesting contact details (from 
respondents who indicated their willingness to participate in follow-up interviews), it is 
evident that at least 94 British universities were represented. 66.1% of respondents were 
based in pre-1992 institutions (i.e. those that enjoyed university status before the binary 
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divide was abolished in 1992) and 33.5% in post-92 universities (former polytechnics and 
colleges of education). (0.3% failed to respond to the item asking respondents to indicate at 
which type of institution they were employed). Institutions in all four UK nations were 
represented. 48.3% of respondents were males and 51.3% females (0.7% failed to indicate 
their gender). 
Respondents were asked to indicate their specialisms from a list of the 67 subject 
categories used in the 8.¶V2008 research assessment exercise (RAE). Every one of these 
subjects was represented in the responses, with the highest number (18% of responses) 
inevitably coming from education, where the research team is well known. Business and 
management ± the second most represented subject - accounted for 8.2% of the responses; 
business school respondents were deliberately targeted with a view to yielding enough 
responses to examine whether or not this sub-sector ± one that specialises in management and 
leadership expertise - was distinct in its pattern of responses: effectively, whether it practises 
what it preaches. 
Fifty interviewees were selected on the basis of providing representation of a range of 
variables, including: professional role/generic job category (i.e. academic, researcher or 
teaching fellow); gender; seniority; mission group of employing institution; discipline and 
subject; and geographical location (to ensure coverage of all 4 UK nations). A semi-
structured schedule guided the interview conversations but incorporated the flexibility to 
pursue relevant unanticipated topics. Most interviews took place, face-to-face, at the 
LQWHUYLHZHH¶Vuniversity, but some were conducted by telephone. All were audio-recorded 
and transcribed to facilitate analysis 
The process of data analysis was inductive and involved several levels of coding, each 
of which related to a specific research question. First-level coding simply identified data that 
were relevant to the selected research question. Subsequent levels of coding were directed 
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towards identifying and/or considering: patterns, similarities and atypical cases; the bases of 
commonality, disparity and atypicality; potential interpretation of and/or explanation for 
incongruence and correlation; theoretical perspectives that provide universally applicable and 
hence general, rather than specific, explanations for why or how something appears to have 
occurred.  
 
THE FINDINGS: THE NATURE OF EFFECTIVE RESEARCH LEADERSHIP AS 
DELINEATED %<µ7+(/('¶ 
Addressing the issue of what makes for effective academic leadership practised by 
professors, questionnaire respondents and interviewees alike shed much light on the more 
specific issue of research leadership, for it was most often in relation to the research-related 
components of their work that they invariably hoped for or expected professorial leadership. 
In extrapolating from the dataset those data that indicated the nature of any perceived 
LQIOXHQFHRQSHRSOH¶VUHVHDUFK-related behaviour, attitudes or intellectuality, it became clear 
thatIURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIµWKHOHG¶SRVLWLYHLQIOXHQFH± which I categorise as effective 
research leadership - was identified as that which potentially HQKDQFHGSHRSOH¶VFDSDFLW\LQ
relation to one or more of three issues: processes, choices and standards in doing research. 
These addressed, respectively, how?, which? and to what level?-focused questions. 
 
Processes 
For relatively inexperienced academics, breaking out into their research communities and 
HVWDEOLVKLQJWKHPVHOYHVDVUHVHDUFKHUVLQYROYHVZKDWDUHRIWHQSURWUDFWHGµMRXUQH\V¶RI
disciplinary acculturation that include µJHWWLQJWRNQRZWKHURSHV¶. Many of the Leading 
professors research participants referred to positive professorial influence on their capacity to 
carry out specific research processes, enhancing their effectiveness as researchers. Four such 
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processes were highlighted: research design and method, analysis, grant application writing, 
and ± the most frequently mentioned - writing for publication. The nature of the influence ± 
and hence of the research leadership ± was common across all cases. It involved supportive 
intervention in the form of suggestions, and in some cases, demonstration, of an alternative 
approach. 
Research fellow, Tamara1, outlined how DSURIHVVRU¶VFRQVWUXFWLYHFULWLFLVPhad 
influenced her to adopt a more critical stance to the theoretical framework that she had 
chosen for her research: 
µ,¶PEDVLQJP\ZRUNRQDQLPDOVWXGLHVDQG,GRQ¶WNQRZPXFKDERXWDQLPDO
studies, and he [the professor] VDLG³Well, what do you know about animal studies? 
How do you know these studies are good enough to base yRXUUHVHDUFKRQ"´$QG,
VDLG³I GRQ¶W really know, and maybe I should know´ ± so, WKDWNLQGRIWKLQJ«,
MXVWQHHGWREHPRUHFULWLFDOPD\EHRIZKDW,¶PEDVLQJLWRQ«$QGVR,WKLQN
WKDW¶VDUHDOO\LPSRUWDQWSRLQWWKDWKHPDGH\HDK¶ 
Similarly, Ben ± an early career law academic ± acknowledged the developmental 
FRQWULEXWLRQWRKLVGDWDDQDO\VLVPDGHE\WKHODZVFKRRO¶VSURIHVVRULDOGLUHFWRURI
research: 
µ:H¶GGLVFXVVWKHLQGLYLGXDOFDVHVWKDW,¶GFRPHDFURVVWKDWZHUHLQP\VDPSOHDQG
he [the professor] would oftHQFRPHEDFNZLWKTXHVWLRQVRI³why?´. Often he would 
DVNWKHTXHVWLRQVWKDWSHUKDSV,VKRXOG¶YHDVNHGP\VHOIWKDWPD\EH,KDGQ¶W«HU
«RUPD\EH,had EXWKHZDVFKHFNLQJWKDW,KDG(U«WKHUHZDVDQDZIXOORWRI
TXHVWLRQLQJDERXW«HU«FRPLQJDWLWIURPDGLIIHUHQWDQJOH¶ 
Another research fellow, Ursula, spoke of the professorial line manager who had 
developed her grant application writing skills: 
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µ«he [the professor] gave really helpful advice when I was writing a grant bid, you 
NQRZDQGJRRGFULWLFDONLQGRI«UHDOO\ ³7XUQWKLVDURXQGWKLVZD\´RU³7KLQN
DERXWWKLV´HYHQGRZQWRWKHZRUG³XVHWKLVZRUGLQVWHDGLW¶VEHWWHU,WKLQNIRU
WKLVUHDVRQ«´ODXJKV«\RXNQRZ«EXWDOVRDVNHGTXHVWLRQs³$UH\RXsure 
\RXZDQQDGRWKLV"´¶ 
For principal lecturer, Ken, it was academic writing for publication ± a process that is 
integral to researcher development (Murray & Cunningham, 2011) - that had been the focus 
of leadership he had gratefully received in the earliest days of his career. He described key 
aspects of this development process, facilitated by a professorial colleague who, he 
acknowledged, µKDGDQHQRUPRXVLQIOXHQFHRQPHLQWHOOHFWXDOO\¶:  
µKH[the professorial colleague] WDXJKWPHWRZULWH«7KHILUVWWKLQJ,HYHUZURWH
IRUKLPKHFDPHLQWRP\URRPZKHQ,¶d finished the first draft and ± ,¶P
H[DJJHUDWLQJZKHQ,VD\³KHWKUHZLWDWPH´KHGLGQ¶W± but he gave it me back and 
VDLG³When are you going to OHDUQWRZULWHDERXWRQHWKLQJ"´ And I was a bit 
disappointed about that ± the first thing you ever write\RXH[SHFW«ZHOO,asked 
KLPDERXWLWDQG,VDLG³:KDWDP,GRLQJZURQJ"´DQGKHVDLG³:HOOWKHUH¶VD
PLOOLRQLGHDVWKHUH1RQHRIWKHPDUHEDGLGHDVEXW\RX¶YHJRWWRZULWHRQHSDSHU
VR\RX¶YHJRWWROHDUQWKHEXVLQHVVRIJHWWLQJULGRIDOOWKHLGHDVWKDWDUHQ¶WFHQWUDOWR
WKLVSDSHU3LFNDWRSLF«SLFNZKDW\RX¶UHJRLQJWRZULWHDERXW\RX¶YHJRWWHQ
WKRXVDQGZRUGVIRUWKLVMRXUQDODUWLFOH«ZULWHWHQWKRXVDQGZRUGV$QGDOOWKHUHVW
of it you put into another folder ±another file ± and you say WR\RXUVHOIµI can use 
that some other time¶.´ $QGWKDWZDVJUHDWDGYLFH$QGLW¶VWKHVDPHDGYLFHWKDW,
give to people that I work with now. 
«,ZDQWHGWROHDUQ,PHDQWKDW¶VWKHVKRUWDQVZHU,GRQ¶WWKLQN,¶YHJRWVRPXFK
HJRWKDW,WKRXJKWKH¶VZURQJ,WKRXJKWLIKH¶VULJKWWKHQ,QHHGWROHDUQ$QG
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when he took it away and gave it back to me ± rewritten ± I could see why. It was so 
much better. I mean, I just had to accept this was so much better than what I did. 
And I guess for, maybe six months, he slowly ± I mean, I guess, basically, I 
improved ± but he slowly did less and less in terms of redrafting my stuff, until, 
after a year or so, he never touched it; he just left it to me. And I found that to be a 
very, very positive experience. What it did for me was, when I came to this 
university « ,KDGQRIHDUVDERXWMXVWJHWWLQJRQZLWKLW(U«VR,MXVWZURWH¶  
These examples illustrate the mentoring-type nature of the leadership interventions. 
The common thread tying them all together was that each involved the proposal or suggestion 
RIZKDWWKHµUHFLSLHQW¶RUµEHQHILFLDU\¶UHFRJQLVHGDVDµEHWWHUZD\¶± recognition that is an 
essential stage in the development process (Evans, 2011c) - and which s/he then adopted on 
the basis of its perceived superiority over the approach or situation that it was intended to 
replace and improve upon. 
 
Choices 
An important aspect of development as a researcher involves making choices about a wide 
range of issues and tasks, such as: which funders to apply to; which calls for tender to pursue 
and which to let go; which journals to target; which conferences to attend; which tasks to 
prioritise and which to place on the back-burner. Whilst senior academics have generally 
acquired the requisite experience to make the optimum choices for enhancing their profiles, 
performance and productivity, it is evident from the Leading professors findings that their 
juniRUFROOHDJXHVRIWHQVWUXJJOHZLWKPDQ\RIWKHVHµZKLFK"¶TXHVWLRQV 
Senior lecturer, Viktoria, recalled finding herself unexpectedly faced with competing 
deadlines, creating a dilemma that prompted her to consult an overseas-based professorial 
mentor for advice:  
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µ«I had an article which I submitted to our number one journal and I got a revise 
and resubmit, and I was, likH³2KUHYLVHDQGUHVXEPLW´and, \RXNQRZ³LW¶V
almost in there!´%XWWKHQ,KDGVRPDQ\RWKHUDUWLFOHVWRUHYLVH, and a very strict 
deadline, which I know is absolutely non-negotiable, so I sent her [the professor] an 
HPDLODQG,VDLG\RXNQRZ³:KDWFDQ,GR"´RU³:KDWG¶\RXVXJJHVW"´DQG,VDLG
³/RRN,¶YHJRWDOOWKHVHRWKHUYHU\JRRGDUWLFOHVDVZHOOWKDWKDYHa deadline, you 
NQRZ6KRXOG,GRWKLV"´$QGVKHVDLG\RXNQRZ³-XVWGURSHYHU\WKLQJHOVHGR
WKDWRQH´, DQGVKHVDLG³6HQGLWWRPHDQG,¶OOJLYH\RXVRPHIHHGEDFN´$QGWKDW¶V
ZKDWVKH¶VGRQHDQG,PHDQLWJRWLQ«$QG,NQRZLW¶Vmy article and my work, 
EXWVKH¶VSOD\HGVXFKDFUXFLDOUROHLQNLQGRIMXVWSXVKLQJPHDQGVD\LQJ³1RZ,
NQRZ\RX¶YHJRWHYHU\WKLQJHOVHEXWIRUJHWHYHU\WKLQJHOVHDQGIRFXVRQWKDW´¶ 
:KLOVW9LNWRULD¶VFDVHLOOXVWUDWHVOHDGHUVKLSWKDWHQKDQFHd decision-making capacity, 
in some cases the nature and focus of effective research leadership were delineated by 
default, through examples of where it was perceived to be absent or ineffective, resulting in 
what were identified as missed opportunities for research capacity enhancement. One such 
example was provided by a lecturer who LGHQWLILHGVKRUWFRPLQJVLQKLVLQVWLWXWLRQ¶VUHVHDUFK
leadership in relation to guidance and advice about available choices. Left to his own devices, 
he complained, without the benefit of advice from more experienced senior colleagues, he 
had made what - with the benefit of hindsight - he now considered ill-judged decisions about 
which kinds of activities to prioritise. This left him vulnerable in terms of being enterable for 
REF 2014 since his univeUVLW\¶VSROLF\ZDVWRHQWHURQO\WKRVHZLWKpublication profiles 
deemed to average at least 4x 3*-rated outputs:  
µ,¶YHIRXQGWKDWDVDMXQLRUOHFWXUHU,¶YHEHHQRIIHUHGWKLQJVWKDWIRUYDULRXV
reasons I thought I should say ³yes´ WR«DQGWKDWWKH\¶YHSrobably spread me a bit 
PRUHWKLQO\WKDQ,ZRXOG¶YHOLNHGWRKDYHEHHQ,FRXOGSUREDEO\KDYHVDLG³no´ to 
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DIHZDUWLFOHVDQGFKDSWHUV«DQGHQGHGXSZLWKIRXUUHDOO\VWURQJLWHPVIRUWKH
5()UDWKHUWKDQZKDW,¶OOSUREDEO\ILQGZKLFKLVWKDW,¶PVWUXJJOing to finish the 
book, and have maybe up to eight article-length items which are all more or less the 
VDPHTXDOLW\VR«RQWKHNLQG of 3* scale ± possibly even 2*. 
«,WKLQNWKHRWKHUNH\DUHDLQZKLFK,UHDOO\WKLQNWKHUH¶VMXVWDWRWDODEVHQFHRI
GLUHFWLRQ«UHDOOHDGHUVKLS«LVIXQGLQJDSSOLFDWLRQV,PHDQEDVLFDOO\\RXPXVW
apply for tKLQJV«\RXPXVWVHFXUHIXQGLQJ7KDW¶VILQHEXWWKHUH¶VQRRQH
formally assigned to sit down with any level of staff member ± junior or senior ± 
DQGVD\³Well, how about JRLQJIRUWKLVSDUWLFXODUJUDQW"´RU³Let me have a full 
look at youUSURSRVDOEHIRUH\RXVHQGLW´. « 7KHXQLYHUVLW\GRHVQ¶WKDYHDQ\VRUW
RIV\VWHPDWLFQHWZRUNIRU«IRULQWHUQDOUHYLHZ«IRUPHQWRULQJ«IRU
VKHSKHUGLQJ«IRUWKLQNLQJVWUDWHJLFDOO\«$QGWKHUHDUHVRPHSHRSOH,¶PVXUH
who probably spend far too much time going through this sort of thing, when it 
might be worthDJDLQDTXLHWZRUG\¶NQRZ: ³YRX¶YHDSSOLHGIRUHQRXJK«\RX¶UH
in danger of not getting your REF outputs ready´. 6R\HDKLW¶VWKDWNLQGRI
GLVFXVVLRQWKDW¶VODFNLQJ¶   
In relation to making choices, the research findings revealed effective research 
leadership to involve mentoring or guidance in decision-making and prioritisation, thereby 
developing SHRSOH¶V capacity to make appropriate (in the context of their own career 
trajectories) judgement calls about different options available to them. A key component in 
making such decisions is appreciation of the level of performance expected and 
understanding of the standards against which outputs and achievements will be evaluated. 
 
Standards 
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AFFHSWDEOHUHVHDUFKSHUIRUPDQFHLQPXFKRIWKH8.¶VSUH-1992 university sector does not 
simply involve high productivity; the quality of output is more important. Though it is by no 
means associated exclusively with or defined narrowly by performativity measures such as 
the REF (in relation to which, within the most research-intensive universities, 4x3*-rated 
outputs generally represents the standards threshold for all expect early career researchers), 
researcher development clearly incorporates a qualitative-related dimension, with a focus on 
continued improvement to scholarship, theory generation and depth of analysis. In the 
specific context of the REF this translates into a culture whereby: 
Everyone needs to raise their game and move up a gear: those not entered in the 
2009 research assessment exercise (RAE) because they failed to produce enough 
publications of the requisite quality must be enterable in the REF; those whose 
output averaged less than 3* need to reach or exceed a 3* average; and those with 
3* averages should pull out all the stops to strive for 4* quality output (Evans, 2012, 
p. 424). 
The Leading professors study revealed that professors were often perceived as what 
are effectively quality yardsticks, by indicating standards of performance to aspire to. 
Sometimes this occurred explicitly and consciously, through guidance and advice. More 
often, through the example of their own work and achievements - which often included 
world-leading, ground-breaking work that was highly rated - professors unconsciously or 
indirectly set standards of excellence that impressed junior colleagues, in some cases 
motivating them to work towards emulating such performance.  
Several interviewees spoke of the impressive or, in some cases, inspirational 
examples of scholarship provided by specific professors. For modern foreign languages 
lecturer, David, the standard to strive for was defined as the gap between his own current 
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capacity and performance and those of professors whom he considered to be world leaders in 
the field: 
µLW¶VLQWKHarea of research where I, with the very best professors, can see the 
GD\OLJKW,WKLQNRQHQHHGVWRVHHEHWZHHQZKHUH,DPDVDMXQLRUOHFWXUHU«DQGWKH
VRUWRIZRUN,¶PSURGXFLQJ«DQGWKHVRUWRIZRUNWKDW,WKLQNDSURIHVVRUVKRXOG
be putting out «. [T]he very best in the fielGSXWRXWZRUNWKDW\RXWKLQN³WKDW¶V
UHDOO\VRPHWKLQJWRJRIRUWKDW¶V«ZRUNWKDWEXLOGVRQWKLUW\\HDUVRINQRZOHGJH
DQGH[SHUWLVH«DEUHDGWKRIUHDGLQJWKDWDV,VD\E\GHILQLWLRQ,FDQ¶WKDYH
done´¶ 
He referred specifically to the example set by his former professorial PhD supervisor, 
and to his quest for a similar role model whom he could now try to emulate: 
µit was the elegance of his >WKH3K'VXSHUYLVRU¶V@language, and it was the analytical 
insight, and it was making WKHPDWHULDOZRUN«DQGVKHHUEUHDGWKRIFXOWXUDO
reference and cultural knowledge. 
«,RIWHQIHHOLQVRPHZD\VWKDW,¶YHUHDFKHGDNLQGRIFHLOLQJDQG,¶PYHU\PXFK
ORRNLQJRXWVLGHRIWKLVXQLYHUVLW\IRU«IRUSHRSOHWRLPLWDWH<RXNQRZ: ZKR¶VKDG
a caUHHUWKDW,¶GOLNHWRDFKLHYHLQVRUWRIRU\HDUV"¶ 
Similarly, senior lecturer, Viktoria, identified as her role model a female professor with 
whom she had once worked: 
µ2K6KH¶VMXVW«,PHDQVKHLVSUREDEO\«,PHDQDWOHDVWRQHRIWKHWKUHHmost 
well-SXEOLVKHG«IDPRXV«\RXNQRZ± LQWHUPVRI\RXNQRZEHLQJ³XSWKHUH´
with her research! ,PHDQKHUSXEOLFDWLRQOLVWLVHQGOHVV«DOVRWKHZD\VLQZKLFK
VKH¶VEURXJKWWKHILHOGIRUZDUGHVVHQWLDOO\6KH¶Vthe one, I would say ± EXW,¶P
biased. 6KH¶VFOHDUO\DPRQJWKHWRp three in the field out there.  
«,NQRZ,¶OOQHYHUEHOLNHKHUEXW\RXNQRZ,¶PWU\LQJKDUGODXJKV!¶ 
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A key feature of effective research leadership, then ± as the Leading professors 
findings revealed ± is that it conveys an indication of the quality of research activity and 
output that might reasonably be expected of researchers at different stages of their 
GHYHORSPHQWDQGFDUHHUV,WSRWHQWLDOO\LQIOXHQFHVWKHUHVHDUFKDFWLYLW\RIµWKHOHG¶E\
indicating standards that are attainable and realisable for them and providing examples of 
achievement against which they may measure their own performance. This is an important 
acculturation mechanism; without such indicators of prevalent standards, neophytes will fail 
to appreciate the value of the currency with which they must work if they are to accrue 
economic and social capital as researchers.  
 
DISCUSSION: A WIDER PERSPECTIVE ON RESEARCH LEADERSHIP 
The Leading professors study has uncovered several features of effective research leadership: 
it enhances the knowledge, understanding and skills that underpin specific research 
processes; it develops capacity to make judgements about choices; and it conveys an 
indication of aspirational levels of achievement and performance within the contexts of 
different epistemic and disciplinary research communities. With the effect of increasing 
research capacity, it thus communicates expert and experientially-informed views about how 
to do research, to what standard, and what elements of it are important and should be 
prioritised. Whilst this paper has highlighted examples of research leadership provided by 
professors, it is important to emphasise that questionnaire respondents and interviewees alike 
were quick to acknowledge the influence on their work and development as researchers of 
colleagues of all levels of seniority. Research leadership is evidently not the preserve of 
professors. 
The issue of standards-setting as an aspect or element of research leadership, 
however, is a thorny one. It is a fine line that separates the motivational features of exemplars 
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such as the professors referred to above from the potentially harmful effects of their setting 
the bar at too high a level for most people to reach. In order to excel, many professors set 
themselves ambitious targets and goals and endure or inflict upon themselves punishing work 
schedules consistent ZLWKWKHQRWLRQRIµK\SHUSURIHVVLRQDOLW\¶(Gornall & Salisbury, 2012). 
Irrespective of the health and well-being issues that may arise from the work-life imbalance 
arising from such practice, it could, on the one hand, inspire and energise others to emulate it 
and it could foster their self-actualisation and job fulfilment as they step up to the mark. On 
the other hand, it could provoke more negative attitudinal responses, leading to stress, 
lowered self-esteem and feelings of inadequacy in those who find themselves sinking rather 
than swimming. Such is the difference between effective research leadership and that which 
is damaging or corrosive ± the latter being illustrated by interviewee, Adrian, who, recalling a 
µGDUN¶SHULRGLQWKHKLVWRU\RIKLVGHSDUWPHQWZDVVFDWKLQJLQKLVFULWLFLVPRItwo 
professorial colleagues: 
µSURIHVVRUVZKRZRUNHGDOOKRXUVRf the day and night themselves and actually were 
TXLWHJRRGVFKRODUV«EXWWKHQH[SHFWHGHYHU\ERG\HOVHWRGRWKHVDPH,¶YHJRWQR
complaints if somebody wants to work 70 hours a week - WKDW¶VILQHEXWLW¶VTXLWH
inadmissible to expect other people to then go and do the same thing. And it 
certainly led to the departure of, I think, at least two members of staff, if not more. 
« $QG\RXNQRZ,¶PYHU\SOHDVHGLISHRSOHZDQWWRPDNHQDPHVIRUWKHPVHOYHV
and do all kinds of interesting, whizzy things in reseDUFK«WKDW¶VILQH%XWWKH
knock-RQHIIHFWLWKDGRQRWKHUSHRSOHZDV«IDLUO\GLVPDO¶ 
It is important to recognise, too, WKDWZKLOVWWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIµWKHOHG¶LVDQ
immensely valuable source of knowledge on, and a valid basis for delineating, leadership as it 
is received - insofar as it provides insights that would otherwise be obscured - as with any 
single perspective it nevertheless represents an incomplete picture. The landscape of 
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leadership in higher education ± shaped, as it is, by the multi-agentic, socio-cultural 
environment within which it is located ± is constantly shifting, and when asked to describe it, 
any one agent or constituency of agent will inevitably focus on her or his own experiences 
and priorities. But there is more ± much more ± to effective research leadership than the three 
representations of it outlined above: LQIOXHQFLQJSHRSOH¶VFDSDFLW\IRUGHDOLQJZLWKFKRLFHV
meeting requisite standards, and effecting the processes that are central to research activity.    
A more expansive perspective recognises that research leadership is a conduit for 
effecting researcher development, therefore its features and dimensions correlate with those 
of researcher development. Elsewhere (Evans, 2011a, 2012) I present a conceptual analysis 
of researcher development that delineates its componential structure, identifying three main 
components: behavioural, attitudinal and intellectual development. Within each of these are 
sub-components, or dimensions, of which I currently identify eleven: the processual, 
procedural, productive, competential, evaluative, motivational, perceptual, analytical, 
comprehensive, epistemological and rationalistic dimensions, as depicted in Figure 1. I 
contend that these components of researcher development are also components or features of 
research leadership ± though not necessarily its only features. As such, they delineate its 
range of potential foci. Consideration of how each of them shapes the nature of research 
leadership indicates the complex multidimensionality of it - whether carried out consciously 
or unconsciously, actively or passively.  
Briefly, research leadership conceived of in this way encompasses ± in its most 
expansive form - the influencing of: the processes that make up research activity (research 
leDGHUVKLS¶VSURFHVVXDOIRFXVWKHSURFHGXUHVLQYROYHGLQGRLQJUHVHDUFKLWVSURFHGXUDO
focus); the skills and competences required in research (its competential focus); research 
RXWSXWDQGSURGXFWLYLW\LWVSURGXFWLYHIRFXVUHVHDUFKHUV¶YDOXHVDQGWKHWhings that matter  
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Figure 1: The componential structure of researcher development 
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WRWKHPLWVHYDOXDWLYHIRFXVUHVHDUFKHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQVDWLVIDFWLRQDQGPRUDOHLWV
mRWLYDWLRQDOIRFXVUHVHDUFKHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQV± including self-perceptions, which determine 
LGHQWLW\LWVSHUFHSWXDOIRFXVUHVHDUFKHUV¶DQDO\WLFLVPand analytical capacity (its analytical 
IRFXVUHVHDUFKHUV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJLWVFRPSUHKHQVLYHIRFXVWKHEDVHVRIUHVHDUFKHUV¶
knowledge and their knowledge structures (its epistemologicaOIRFXVDQGUHVHDUFKHUV¶
capacity for reason (its rationalistic focus). Fostering research cultures that facilitate and 
encourage researcher development across this whole, wide spectrum of foci represents 
research leadership at its most ambitious, most inclusive, and most effective.  
To a large extent research into and analyses of leadership in higher education have 
tended to focus on the big picture that represents macro or meso levels; policy has been 
scrutinised and trends critiqued, but the ecologies RISHRSOH¶VOLYHV± the lived experiences of 
those working in HE DQGKRZWKH\DVOHDGHUVDQGPDQDJHUVRUDVµWKHOHG¶RUµWKHPDQDJHG¶
enact their evolving roles within the discourses and interactions that make up the relational 
situation that is leadership ± have often been overlooked. As long as they remain overlooked, 
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our understanding of them will be incomplete and inadequate, and our ideas and proposals for 
change and development will be as precariously constructed and ill-conceived as houses built 
upon sand.  
Referring to the study of leadership in higher education, Lumby (2012, p. 8) observes: 
Our views are from a distance and refracted, like looking at an object in moving 
water. We can discern its general shape, but not its exact contours. We can see its 
view from above, but not what lies beneath. 
The future of research and scholarship in HE leadership lies in its closer examination. 
Whilst keeping its overarching shape and dimensions in our field of vision, we now must 
also start viewing its detail, with all its intricate and inter-related components and 
aspects, including its many sub-fields. Academic leadership is one such component; 
intellectual leadership is another; research leadership is yet another. This article has 
offered a glimpse of one of the contours that defines the shape of leadership in higher 
education. We need to view many more contours before we may discern that precise 
shape. 
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